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Latin American families: 
convergences and 
divergences 
in models and policies 
Irma Arrlagada 
Social Development The structure, functions and everyday practices of families have 
Division, ECLAC changed considerably due to the impact of the demographic, 
social and economic transformations which have taken place in 
Latin America. This article begins by describing the complexity 
and diversity of urban families, on the basis of quantitative data. 
It then analyses the material conditions through which families 
have passed and the new approach to these changes. Particular 
emphasis is placed on such matters as female heads of house-
hold and poverty, intra-family violence, and the economic con-
tributions of women and children to the household and to 
society. Some forms of support are suggested to help family 
groups exercise their functions, according to the different types 
and stages of the family life cycle, without prejudice to the 
necessary concern for the basic functions which allow families 
to maintain themselves over time -access to material resources 
and coverage of basic services- since fulfillment of these mini-
mum functions can help to broaden families' channels of social 
mobility and build more democratic family structures. An 
analysis is also made of the role of the family in the construc-
tion of solid and integrated societies, even though paradoxically 
they are assigned functions and called upon to carry out actions 
which are difficult to comply with in view of the great changes 
undergone by the family itself, the change in the role of the 
State in the coverage of certain services, the new roles that 
family members must play in society, and the scanty domestic 
resources that families currently have. 
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I 
Introduction 
In its capacity as a means of mediation1 between the 
individual and society and as a link between macro-
economic and microeconomic changes, the family is 
increasingly considered as the main space for the action 
of public policies and the area in which they can have 
the greatest impact. The family is the social ambit in 
which, in one way or another, individuals take impor-
tant decisions on their life, their work and other actions 
affecting their well-being. From the perspective of the 
State, the family is a mediatory institution in initiatives 
to promote equity, guarantee basic human rights, and 
integrate individuals into social and community net-
works (ECLAC, 1994a). There is a debate from various 
angles on the role of the family in building solid, 
integrated societies, but paradoxically no considera-
tion is given to the fact that it is assigned functions 
and faced with demands which are increasingly diffi-
cult to fulfill, both because of the great changes which 
have taken place in its formation, size and functions, the 
new roles that its members have to play in society and 
the scanty internal resources available to families to-
day, and because of the changes in the State's role in 
providing certain services. 
In Latin America, the changes which have taken 
place in the family in recent decades are widely 
recognized by governments. The evolution of the in-
stitution of the family in the countries of the region 
displays generally similar tendencies: reduction in the 
size of the family unit; decline in nuptiality and postpone-
ment of the age of marriage;2 and an increase in early 
motherhood, common-law marriages, broken marriages, 
D A previous version of this study (Amagada, 1997) contains 
more statistical data. The data from household surveys were 
processed by Ernesto Espfndola. 
1
 The concept of mediation concerns aspects of social reality 
which act as a "filter" that can heighten, shape or modify the 
relation between the structural conditioning factors and individ-
ual or group actions (Jelin, Llovet and Ramos, 1986; Garcia and 
De Oliveira, 1994). It is used in the sense of a vertical mediation 
developed by Berger and Luckmann, that is to say, it refers to 
the institutions and processes which act as intermediaries be-
tween the individual in his personal life and the great social 
institutions (Berger, 1997). 
2
 This is not so in all countries: Cuba registers high nuptiality of 
very young persons (UNFPAAJNESCO/UNICEF, 1997) and a low-
ering in the age of the first union, as also do Haiti, Jamaica, 
Panama, Paraguay and Uruguay (CELADE, 1996a). 
single-parent and single-person households, and re-
constituted families (ECLAC, 1993 and 1994a). In a 
context of relatively rapid economic and social change, 
it is noted that not only do the children form families of 
a different type from those in which they were born but 
also families within the same generation differ accord-
ing to their stage in the life-cycle, thus giving rise to 
a wide range of different family structures (Ama-
gada, 1995), and this must be taken into account 
when adopting decisions on public policies. 
With the processes of modernization, there have 
been changes not only in the structure of the family 
but also in its functions and the way they are carried 
out. Some functions within the family have lost im-
portance (religious and legal functions and economic 
production functions), while functions such as early 
socialization and new functions such as those con-
nected with leisure have come to predominate over 
others such as social control (Rodriguez, 1995). The 
functions which symbolically and traditionally define 
the family are mainly those of reproduction and regu-
lation of sexuality, but it is observed that families are 
having fewer and fewer children, that there is an in-
creasing number of births out of wedlock or outside 
the relationship of the couple, and that sexual activity 
is also carried on outside the institution of marriage. 
Today, the family continues to concentrate the 
reproductive and affective functions and those of the 
care and early socialization of children and looking 
after old people. Functions of a more instrumental 
type, such as education or economic production for 
the market, have been transferred to other social 
levels. With regard to the economic functions, a dis-
tinction must be drawn between participation in pro-
duction activities in the labour market and the economic 
functions of consumption and reproduction that the 
family must fulfill through housework. As a result of 
changes in the structure of production, many functions 
of the family which were carried out within the home 
have come to be carried on outside it, thus reducing the 
amount of time that people spend in it. However, the 
recurrent economic crises have reversed these trends, 
especially with regard to employment (home work 
and own-account work), pre-school education and 
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health. Likewise, families in the most under-privi-
leged economic and social circumstances must cover 
a much broader range of functions (for example, ex-
clusive care of small children and old people), which 
is reflected in an extension of housework, for which 
women are usually responsible. 
II 
Current trends in the urban family 
Trie demographic, social and economic changes which 
have taken place in Latin America have transformed the 
region's family structures. In the last two decades, 
the region's population has grown by 146 million 
persons; in addition to a further increase in inequality 
of income, between 1980 and 1994 the population in 
a state of poverty increased by 73.4 million persons 
(ECLAC, 1997); the rate of urbanization increased, and in 
1995 the urban population amounted to 74% of the 
total; both mortality and the birth rate went down, so 
that between 1975 and 1995 the expectation of life at 
birth increased by five years for both sexes; the 
global fertility rate went down from 4.5 to 3.1 be-
tween the same years, and the refined rate of female 
economic activity3 went up between 1980 and 1995 
from 27% to 34% (CELADE, 1996b). Thus, urbaniza-
tion, a smaller number of children and an increase in 
female work outside the home were the most impor-
tant phenomena in these changes in the family. 
Processing of the data from urban household sur-
veys in 12 Latin American countries reveals some 
relations between the types of families and the inci-
dence of poverty in the home, work and education. 
For purposes of this comparison, households were 
classified according to the types of family, con-
structed on the bases of the family's relationship with 
the head of household and the stages of the family 
cycle, defined as a function of the presence and age 
of children (see Amagada, 1997). The preparation of 
this statistical information serves the purposes of 
comparison and follow-up of trends, but above all of 
quantitative diagnosis for proper policy design. 
The following conclusions may be drawn from 
the information processed; 
3
 The refined rate of activity is the quotient of the total number 
of persons economically active at a given date and the popula-
tion of an age considered to be potentially active on the same 
date; in this case, the population in question was taken as those 
aged 10 or over. 
i) In 1994, between 55% and 71% of the families 
in the countries studied were of the nuclear type. Be-
tween 1986 and 1994, the regional averages of the 
different types of family remained relatively stable, 
albeit with differences between countries. Households 
with a female head increased slightly, representing 
around a quarter of the total number of households 
FIGURE 1 
Latin America (12 countries): Distribution of 
family and non-family households, by type 
and by stage In family life cycle, 1994 






B. Distribution of family households, by stage in 
family life cycle a 
Eldest child 
between 0 and 12 
I Eldest child 




Eldest child aged 19 or more 
Source: ECLAC, on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys for 12 countries. 
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TABLE 1 
Latin America (12 countries): Types of household 
and family, by sex of head of household, 1994 
(Urban areas) 













































































































































































Source: Special tabulations of household surveys for the respective countries. 
* The nuclear, extended and composite families are single-parent families. 
The nuclear, extended and composite families include two-parent families without children, two-parent families with children, and single 
parent families with a male head of household. 
c
 Data for 1993. 
TABLE 2 








































































































Source: Special tabulations of household surveys for the respective countries. 
a
 Excluding single-person and non-nuclear families. 
b
 The female head of household or spouse is aged 35 or less. In older couples, she is over 35. 
c
 Data for 1993. 
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(between 18% and 26% ). Comparable information is 
not available for countries in the Caribbean and Cen-
tral America, where there is a high prevalence of 
households with a woman head (figure 1 and table 1). 
ii) Over this same period there was a slight in-
crease in single-person households, partly because of 
population ageing in the countries at an advanced 
stage of the demographic transition, while the pro-
portion of extended and composite families remained 
unchanged. 
iii) In terms of the life-cycle (figure 2 and table 2) 
there were also very considerable changes in the 
number of families in each stage, due to major demo-
graphic changes (particularly the decline in the birth 
rate in the 1970s). Thus, there was a big increase in 
families whose oldest child was over 13 and a reduction 
in those whose eldest children were below that age, 
iv) Households with a female head are concen-
trated in that stage of the life-cycle in which the 
oldest child is over 18 (between 56% and 72% of 
households with a female head with children), indi-
cating the accumulation of prior breakups of the cou-
ple, without the formation of new unions, together 
with situations of widowhood. Although marital 
status is not very well registered in the surveys or is 
even not included among the questions at all, there is 
a great variety of situations in the countries with re-
gard to the marital status of female heads of house-
hold: the proportion of widows varies from 55.8% of 
woman heads of household in Uruguay (the country 
where the demographic transition is most advanced) 
to 26% in Paraguay and Venezuela. In short, there 
were few variations in the proportions of families by 
types of household but big changes in terms of the 
stages in the family life-cycle. 
FIGURE 2 
Latin America (12 countries): Evolution of 
households, by type and by stage in family 
life cycle, 1986-1994 
(Percentages) 
A. Evolution of family and non-family 
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• circa 1986 circa 1994 
Source: ECLAC, on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys for 12 countries. 
a
 Simple averages for urban areas. 
Ill 
Gender-linked contributions to research 
and policies regarding the family 
The term "gender" has given rise to a great deal of 
controversy in Latin America, and even researchers 
themselves have used it indistinctly to refer to female 
matters, sex, women's movements, feminist move-
ments or women as a whole.4 Gender has been de-
fined as a social, cultural and historical construct 
4
 For a more theoretical analysis of the evolution of the concept 
of gender, see Anderson (1996), De Barbieri (1992 and 1996) 
and Lamas (1996). 
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asymmetrical valuation of men and women and the 
power relations established between them (Rico, 
1993; Scott, 1990). A valuable epistemológica! 
quality of the gender perspective is that it makes it 
possible to link together structural elements and 
processes with subjective aspects. It also brings out 
the historical dimensions by showing that certain 
hierarchical constructs of male and female can be 
modified over time. All in all, gender studies have 
made it possible to bring out aspects relating to the 
family which had remained invisible in the past and 
take a fresh look at housework, inequality within the 
family, families with a woman head and intra-family 
violence, thus helping in the design of policies in 
areas considered to be of a private nature. 
Inequality between families has been extensively 
analysed from the demographic, economic and social 
perspectives in studies on the formation of families 
and measurements of access to consumption, poverty, 
income distribution and coverage of health, educa-
tion, housing and social security services, etc. The 
traditional studies on the family carried out from the 
1950s onward were centered on the nuclear family. 
The prevailing assumption in them was that the 
processes of modernization of society tended to gen-
erate a progressive trend towards nuclear families. 
The organization of this type of family was assumed 
to be based on a clear differentiation of roles between 
the sexes: the man should be the breadwinner through 
his presence in the labour market, while women would 
mainly take care of the reproductive aspects and the 
domestic and affective care of men, children and old 
people (Aguirre and Fassler, 1994). Although these 
roles were seen as complementary, in reality this di-
vision of roles upheld the authority of the male 
through his role as the breadwinner of the family 
(Ariza and De OHveira, 1997). Recent studies from 
different social, cultural, psychological and gender 
perspectives have shown that the situation was actu-
ally much more complex, not only historically but 
also with respect to the families of the present 
Traditional neoclassical theory on marriage 
holds that both members of the couple benefit eco-
nomically from the increased efficiency achieved 
through the specialization of the man in production 
for the market and of the woman in the upbringing of 
the children (Becker, 1981). Gender-based studies, 
however, showed up the family as the scene of un-
equal economic, social, educational and psychologi-
cal exchanges among members with very different 
degrees of power through their family relationship, 
sex and age, and also as the breaking point in the 
private- public dichotomy. The family relationship, 
sex, age and skill5 of the members of the family are 
important dimensions which must be taken into ac-
count not only with regard to the structure of house-
holds but also the bargaining capacity, decision 
-making and access to and use of material and sym-
bolic resources within the home. The gender bias is 
seen in access to land and housing ownership and in 
the implicit and explicit contracts and arrangements 
on the distribution of resources within the family, 
which have a major impact on social institutions and 
the perpetuation of differences (Folbre, 1995). 
Inequality within the family is thus a recent sub-
ject of research, connected with gender studies and 
the interest in improving the living conditions of women 
and children.6 The extreme workload of women and 
the time that they devote to housework, together with 
child and adolescent labour in times of crisis, brought 
into question the distribution of power within the 
home, as well as the distribution of housework 
among the members of the family and the ways of 
making these chores compatible, especially in poor 
households, with work outside the home. In the de-
veloped countries and the more modern enterprises, 
the links between work and the family are now rec-
ognized from a systemic perspective which considers 
their interrelations not as contradictory, but as oppor-
tunities for generating positive synergies to improve 
both areas of activity through organizational changes 
within the enterprise (Bailyn and others, 1996). 
This better understanding of the interrelations 
between the public and private worlds and the differ-
ent levels of power of the members of the family 
has been an important contribution by gender studies. 
This valoric area has given and continues to give rise 
to major controversies in the developing and devel-
oped worlds, because of the difficulty of striking a 
balance between the privacy and intimacy of persons 
and the responsibilities of the State for the defence of 
their rights, which are often very severely violated 
within the family. 
5
 It should be noted that the lack of skills or physical or psycho-
logical disability of some of the members of the family also 
places them in a situation of vulnerability. 
6
 For an interesting comparative study on intra-family relations 
in Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean, see Ariza and 
De Oliveira (1997). 
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The dividing lines between the public and pri-
vate worlds are flexible and constantly changing, al-
though the historical tendency with regard to the 
functions and structure of the family points in the 
direction of the expansion of the public space- The 
heterogeneity of the social actors who carry out these 
functions and the functional specialization of institu-
tions is increasingly marked today, in line with the 
greater complexity of modern societies. It is essential 
to take these elements into account when considering 
the construction of the families of the future and es-
pecially when formulating policies which will affect 
them. 
In the following sections, on the basis of statis-
tical data, some salient issues in gender studies will 
be analysed which reflect both the changes in 
material conditions undergone by families and the 
new ideas on these changes. Thus, on the one hand 
the unsatisfied needs of families are highlighted, with 
special attention to female heads of households and 
their relation with poverty, together with intra-family 
violence, and on the other emphasis is placed on the 
economic contributions of women and their children 
to the household and the contribution made by 
women's housework to the maintenance of society. 
1. Female heads of household 
Studies and measurements on female heads of house-
hold began in the early 1980s, with the pioneering 
studies of Buvinic and von Helm. They formulated a 
theoretical statistical measurement of female heads of 
household, taking into account all the situations 
where there was no man in the house (mothers who 
were separated, divorced, widowed, unmarried, etc.) 
and showed that this was a significant and growing 
phenomenon in the developing countries which 
should be taken into account for the formulation of 
effective policies. 
It is claimed that the number of female heads of 
household is increasing, because of economic trends 
in general and the poverty which obliges women to 
seek an income of their own which will give them 
greater independence, and also because of demo-
graphic, social and cultural conditions such as migra-
tions, widowhood, broken marriages and adolescent 
fertility (Buvinic, 1991). Although the data are not 
completely reliable, in view of the differing defini-
tions of female heads of household in censuses and 
surveys7 and the fact that the statistical data are not 
complete, in Latin America at least one out of every 
five urban households is headed by a woman. Such 
families represent between 17% and 26% of the total 
number of households, and in the Caribbean they ac-
count for 40% or more, which, in view of the cultural 
and statistical definition of "head of household", 
means that there is no stable couple.8 The growth in 
these figures will probably continue or increase still 
further if the phenomena causing it also persist 
(ECLAC, 1994b and 1995). 
Female heads of household are usually unmarried 
or separated mothers, who make up one of the most 
vulnerable groups of women in the region because they 
suffer the greatest difficulties in their motherhood This 
is particularly so in the case of the group of adolescent 
mothers, which has increased and combines extreme 
youth and poverty with a precarious status of head of 
household (Buvinic and Rao Gupta, 1997). As noted 
earlier, in countries in an advanced state of the demo-
graphic transition, such as Argentina and Uruguay, 
there is an increasing number of households headed 
by older women who are widowed or alone, espe-
cially in urban areas, which also needs to be taken 
into account when preparing social policies. 
Indigence is more prevalent in households 
headed by a woman because such households usually 
include more dependents, because the wages that 
women receive in the labour market are lower, and 
because women simultaneously have to carry out 
economic and household functions, which limits their 
choice when seeking employment (which must be 
compatible with looking after the children). 
However, acting as head of household may also 
be an option for more educated women with greater 
resources, since the majority of households with a 
female head are not poor and are those which have 
increased most in recent decades. Thus, there is a 
great variety of situations as regards the marital status 
of heads of household, depending on the level of eco-
In household surveys, the head of household is the person , 
recognized as such by the remainder of the members of the 
household. In view of the prevailing cultural patterns, there is a 
tendency to under-record the number of female heads of house-
hold. 
8
 It has been considered that the proportion of households 
headed by women is very high when it represents more than 
40% of the total number of households; high, when the figure is 
between 30% and 40%; moderate, between 20% and 30%, and 
low, when the proportion is less than 20% (Ariza and De 
Oliveira, 1997). 
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nomic and social development and the demographic 
transition of the countries, as well as more contingent 
situations such as migration or armed conflict.9 
2. The economic contribution of women and 
children to the household: virtuous cycle 
or spurious cycle? 
In the last twenty years there has been an increase in 
the number of women who live alone or as heads of 
household with dependents, so that the responsibility 
for their own survival and that of their family has 
also increased. Adolescent mothers often do not re-
ceive any support from their male partner, and older 
adults are no longer cared for by their sons: both 
these tendencies increase the burden on women. 
Even when women live with a man, the income ob-
tained by the latter is sometimes so inadequate that 
women and children have to take on the double bur-
den of housework and work outside the home in or-
der to make up the family budget. A study made in 
Mexico revealed that 17.1% of households, regard-
less of the sex of the head of household, reported that 
family income came exclusively or mainly from 
women (Rubalcava, 1996), although this is one of the 
countries which registers the smallest proportion of 
households with a female head. 
A simulation exercise10 to find out how much 
poverty would increase if wives did not contribute 
their income to the household gave very eloquent 
results: without that income, in 1994 the number of 
poor urban households would have increased by be-
tween 2% and 7%, depending on the effective level 
of poverty and of female labour participation in the 
countries. In contrast, if all spouses contributed their 
income to the household, poverty would have gone 
9
 Separated or divorced female heads of household represent 
54% of the total in Honduras, 43% in Costa Rica, 42% in 
Colombia, 36% in Bolivia, 24% in Uruguay, 20% in Chile and 
15% in Paraguay. 
10
 The simulation exercise consisted of deducting from the ef-
fective income of households the income in respect of the work 
of the wife, calculating the new per capita income of the house-
hold, and comparing it with the poverty line, thus updating the 
percentage of households which would be in a state of poverty if 
it were not for the contribution of the wife. Secondly, wives who 
did not declare any income were taken into account, they were 
imputed the income of spouses who did work, in line with the 
various categories of poverty, a new per capita income was cal-
culated for the household, and it was compared with the poverty 
line, thus giving the percentage of households which would be 
in a state of poverty were it not for the potential contribution of 
all the spouses. 
FIGURE 3 
Latin America (12 countries, urban areas): 
Contribution by female spouses to family income 
and Its effects on the incidence of poverty, 1994 
(Percentages) 
A. Contribution by female spouses to family income 
Argentina Venezuela 'Tàrâguay Panama Brazil Uruguay 
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B. Incidence of poverty with and without the 




! " contribution 
n With' 
I—I contribution 
Bolivia Brazil Colombia Panama Costa Rica Uruguay 
Honduras Venezuela Paraguay Mexico Chile ' Argentina 
Source: ECLAC, on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys for 12 countries. 
down by between 1.4% and 9%. For the total number 
of households, wives who were working in 1994 con-
tributed between 28% and 39% of total household 
income (figure 3). 
The economic contribution made by the work of 
the children, especially in indigent households, is 
also very important for the survival of households 
with female heads. The proportion of young people 
and children in the region who work depends on the 
countries and age groups, although the available in-
formation under-records the number of children and 
young people who work, because most national legis-
lation prohibits work by persons under 18. Work by 
children under that age and even as young as 12 is 
usually accepted on certain conditions, however (that 
they go to school and that they only do light work for 
short periods). Taking the total number of households 
with children, it was found that when the latter 
worked they contributed between 16% and 36% of 
household income (Amagada, 1997). 
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The information on the work of women and young 
people reveals that there are two circles, one virtuous 
and the other spurious, in the participation of family 
members in the labour force. The first of these refers 
to the economic participation of more adult members 
of the family, which allows the latter to emerge from 
a state of poverty, while the second refers to the 
economic participation of children under 18, which 
takes them out of the educational system and causes 
them and their future families to suffer from eco-
nomic and social deficits which will lead to the re-
production of the inter-generational poverty cycle. 
3. Intra-family violence 
The feminist movement and gender studies also 
brought into the light of day an old hidden phenome-
non: intra-family violence. This is a copybook 
example of how social movements have redefined 
some aspects of the family -a private ambit- and 
turned it into a subject of research and an item on 
public policy agendas. 
The main difficulty in typifying and penalizing 
intra-family violence is that it is carried out within 
the household; the aggressor claims that he loves 
the victim, who depends economically and affec-
tively, on him and fears reprisals from him. There 
are three types of intra-family violence: physical, 
psychological and sexual. Some studies also in-
clude indirect violence, such as forbidding the 
spouse to study or work, isolating or locking her 
up in the house and otherwise restricting her free-
dom. The special features of this phenomenon 
make it very difficult to break the cycle of vio-
lence: a spiral that begins with a buildup of ten-
sions and hostility, leads to a violent act, continues 
with the repentance of the aggressor and a promise 
that it will never happen again (the so-called 
"honeymoon" stage) but is then followed by a 
repetition of the same aggressive conduct. 
According to world data, one out of every ten 
women is being or has been subjected to aggressive 
behaviour by her partner. International statistics in-
dicate that 2% of the victims of family violence are 
men, 75% are women, and in 23% of cases the 
violence is mutual (Rico, 1992). This intra-family 
violence has been registered in all social classes, al-
though the violence tends to be psychological rather 
than physical in the higher strata. A study carried out 
in Chile by the National Women's Service (SERNAM) 
shows that in 60% of households there is some kind 
of violence against women, and in one out of every 
three households there is psychological violence, 
while in one out of every four there is physical vio-
lence; another study, by UNICEF, revealed that 63% of 
all children are victims of physical violence and that 
the culture of physical punishment is deeply 
rooted in Chilean households. 
Gender studies have shed some light on the phe-
nomenon of intra-family violence. They have pointed 
out that the family is a paradoxical ambit which fos-
ters not only affection but also violence (Jelin, 1994). 
They have highlighted women's ignorance of their 
rights and duties and of the machinery established by 
the law to apply and guarantee them; the problems 
that exist at the judicial and police level which hinder 
the reporting of violations of those rights and the 
follow-up of the complaints made; and the lack of 
machinery and institutions to protect the rights of women, 
young people and children. They have pointed out 
that women have internalized social values whereby 
the subordination of women is something "natural". 
There is thus an acceptance of cultural norms which 
regulate the life of the couple and the roles of mother 
and wife; the family and marriage are idealized and 
made to appear as the only option for women, and 
social pressures are exerted in different areas of 
family and neighbourhood life which force women to 
comply with the dominant cultural mandates (Rico, 
1992). 
There are also other factors which can be added 
to these, such as the impunity of criminal acts carried 
out in private circles; early socialization in a subcul-
ture of violence which accepts ill-treatment of 
women as something natural; the feelings of insecu-
rity and frustration experienced by men when they 
feel that their authority over women is being threat-
ened, and the precarious conditions in which 
much of the population live, which can act as trigger-
ing factors: overcrowding, poverty, and unemploy-
ment, and alcoholism and drug addiction on the part 
of the aggressor (De Oliveira (éd.), 1996). 
Intra-family violence is thus a form of conduct 
which is learned and can therefore be changed. It is 
based on unequal relations between men and women 
and on the fact that masculinity takes the form of 
the domination of women by men, which can be 
reflected in physical and psychological violence 
against those who have less power: women and 
children. 
LATIN AMERICAN FAMILIES: CONVERGENCES AND DIVERGENCES IN MODELS AND POLICIES • IRMA ARRUGADA 




















LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: LEGISLATION AND 
STATE ACTION AGAINST INTRA-FAM1LY VIOLENCE 
Legislation 
Law No. 24.417 against family 
violence (1994) 
Law on sexual offences and 
domestic violence (1991) 
Law on protection orders against 
domestic violence (1992) 
Law No. 28 on domestic violence 
Law No. 1.674 against family or 
domestic violence (1995) 
Legislative Decree No. 107 giving 
legal force to the Convention to 
prevent, punish and eliminate 
violence against women (1995) 
Law No. 19325 against intra-family 
violence (1994) 
Law No. 294 on intra-family 
violence (1996) 
Law against domestic violence 
(1996) 
Revision of the Family Code 
Law No. 839 on violence against 
women and the family (1995) 
Decree-Law No. 902 against 
intra-family violence (1996) 
Law on domestic violence (1994) 
Law for the prevention, punishment 
and elimination of violence against 
women (1997) 
Law on domestic violence (1996) 
Law on the prevention of intra-
family violence in the Federal 
District and assistance to victims 
(1996) 
Examples of State action 
Preventive programmes, shelters, special police units 
(Buenos Aires), 24-hour telephone 
Shelters, "hot lines", legal support 
Special training for police officers, legal support, "hot lines" 
Shelters, legal support, training for professionals and 
volunteers in the health and social sectors and the police 
Public Prosecutors' Offices for family affairs, special police 
department for protection of women and the family, integral 
legal services 
Special police units to attend to victims of domestic and 
sexual violence, shelters, Women's Support Centre 
Municipal centres for attention to battered women, Press 
campaigns, research, information centres, special police 
units, national training programme for public officials 
and police officers (intra-family violence will form part 
of the police training programme) 
Special police units for family matters, training 
workshops on violence against women (CERFAMI, 
Medellin) 
Special department for women's affairs and defence, national 
plan for dealing with and preventing violence (1996-1998), 
temporary shelters 
Centres for the guidance of women and the family 
Press campaign, legal aid, special police units for women 
and the family 
Public Defender of women's human rights 
Public Defender of women's rights, in th e Office of the 
Public Prosecutor for Human Rights (Woman and Child Unit) 
Training courses on domestic violence 
Workshops to generate increased awareness of the problem; 
legal aid 
Preventive campaigns in schools on dispute settlement; shelters 
Centre for dealing with intra-family violence; specialized 
agencies to deal with sexual offences 
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St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines 




Law No. 230 to reform and expand 
the penal code to prevent and punish 
intra-family violence (1996) 
Law No. 27 defining the offences 
of intra-family violence and 
ill-treatment of minors (1995) 
Law No. 26260 (1993) amended by 
Law No. 26763 on domestic violence 
(1997) 
Law No. 24-97 defining the offences 
of intra-family violence, sexual 
harassment and incest (1997) 
Law on domestic violence (1994) 
Law No. 10 on domestic violence 
(1991) 
Law No. 16707 {Law on the Security 
of the Citizen) introduces into the 
penal code article No. 321 bis 
defining and punishing domestic 
violence (1995) 
Draft Bill on intra-family violence 
and sexual harassment (1993) 
Examples of State action 
Commission against domestic violence; special police 
units 
National commission against intra-family violence and 
ill-treatment; municipal centre 
Preventive campaign; special police stations; special public 
prosecutors' offices for the family and minors 
Special women's units; shelters; special police procedures 
Programme of legal clinics; shelters; "hot lines" 
Training programmes 
Shelters; "hot lines"; legal aid 
Special telephone service; special police units; shelters; 
information centres 
Legal aid system; assistance offices; shelters; training 
Sources: Data prepared on the basis of ISIS International, Information and Documentation Programme on Violence against Women, 
1996 and 1997; Valdés and Gomáriz (eds.). 1995; for the Caribbean: information provided by the ECLAC Subregional 
Headquarters for the Caribbean; FEMPRESS, No. 177 (My 1996), No. 187 (May 1997) and No. 189 (July 1997). 
The acceptance and implementation of gender-
based policies runs into serious difficulties connected 
with resistance to change, with the large number of 
social and political actors involved, with conflicts of 
interest, with the diversity of institutions which exists 
in each country and, in particular, with ideological 
resistance. In spite of this, in recent years most of the 
Latin American countries have included punishment 
for intra-family violence in their legislation, and all 
of them have ratified the inter-American convention 
for the prevention, punishment and elimination of 
violence against women (Belén do Para, 1994). 
National and international legislation with regard 
to children has a somewhat longer history, as it began 
in 1959 with the Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child and culminated in the International Convention 
on the Rights of the Child in 1989, which included a 
set of legally binding commitments concerning the 
survival of children, their personal and social devel-
opment, and the protection of their physical, psycho-
logical and moral integrity- There have also been 
important legislative advances and State action in 
this field in the 1990s (box 1). 
In most of the countries of the region, State and 
non-governmental measures have been taken to help 
and protect battered children and women, including 
information, dissemination and preventive cam-
paigns, legal and psychological support, the training 
of monitors for cases of domestic violence, the estab-
lishment of "hot lines" for seeking help by telephone, 
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reception centres, etc. An important feature has also 
been the establishment of institutional machinery for 
dealing with violence, such as centres for specialized 
attention and assistance to victims, special police sta-
tions for dealing with women and the family, govern-
ment offices for women's affairs, and the establishment 
of support networks for women's movements. 
However, the continuing implementation of State and 
non-governmental action is constantly threatened by 
budgetary constraints: in many cases it depends on 
resources from abroad which, when they run out, also 
lead to the termination of the programme, while in 
other cases they depend on the goodwill of the 
current national, state or municipal governments. 
Nevertheless, the end of intra-family violence is 
a cultural change which may be expected in the long 
term thanks to changes in the socialization and edu-
cation of boys and girls and in the values of society, 
which should lead to greater equality between the 
sexes and the establishment of more democratic rela-
tions within the family. 
4. Housework 
Housework is another of the items of analysis 
highlighted in gender studies. A major theoretical 
contribution in this area is the conceptualization of 
the different types of reproduction: biological, day-
to-day and social. All societies make women respon-
sible for the day-to-day reproduction effected 
through housework, which is carried out in each 
household in isolation, is not recognized as having an 
economic value, and is shared unequally according to 
the level of development of each country, social 
class, family life cycle and geographical area. The 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has 
calculated that in developing countries 66% of 
women's work is outside the system of national ac-
counts, so that no accounts are prepared in respect of 
it, it is not recognized, and it is not assigned a value 
(UNDP, 1995). 
The traditional family model in the light of 
which plans are usually prepared is that envisaging a 
head of household who is the breadwinner, a woman 
who acts as housewife and carries out the housework, 
and children who, depending on their age, are in the 
educational system or the labour market until they 
form their own family units. We know that this 
family model does not represent the majority, 
however. In Chile, for example, this model applies in 
the case of less than half of the families -only 33%, 
according to Bravo and Todaro (1995)- since a grow-
ing proportion of families have more than one bread-
winner, there are others where the only breadwinner 
is a woman (Valenzuela, 1995), and in the extreme 
cases of indigent families the children also partici-
pate in the labour market. 
It would appear that we are currently witnessing 
a process of change in the relations between the 
sexes within the family system: family roles are tend-
ing to become more flexible and to evolve from a 
highly segregated model like that which traditionally 
prevailed towards a more democratic model with 
shared roles, in which men and women come to 
various kinds of arrangements for the care of the 
children and the housework. 
The most readily visible phenomenon -which 
marked the beginning of the break with the tradi-
tional model and will continue in the future- has 
been the massive incorporation of women into the 
labour market. Paradoxically, so far in the great ma-
jority of cases women have not succeeded in break-
ing with the traditional model, so that they have to 
carry out a double working day (ECLAC, 1989). Some 
case studies indicate that men are less reluctant to 
share in the care and attention of the children than to 
participate in the housework (Duran and others, 
1988; Sharim, 1995). Other studies, carried out in a 
male population with a high level of education, note 
that in two-parent families there is a disparity be-
tween the symbolic discourse of the men, in which 
they express their agreement with the change in tradi-
tional gender roles, and the practical application of 
their words, since they do not display any systematic 
commitment to a real change in the unequal distribu-
tion of burdens and privileges in the relations be-
tween the sexes (Vivas, 1996). In other groups, a 
slow and laborious process of negotiation has been 
begun within the couple to work out a new model of 
shared responsibilities in the home, but there are few 
studies which bear witness to these changes and to 
new trends in the distribution and exercise of power 
in the family." An aspect which is highlighted in 
gender studies is that of the changes which take place 
in the distribution of tasks in the household according 
to its stage in the family life-cycle (Reca, 1996), in 
which the arrival of children is a crucial landmark. 
1
 A recent case study on family responsibilities may be found in 
ECLAC, 1998b. 
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IV 
Institutional support for the family: 
new public policies for new functions 
It is the responsibility of the State and other social 
bodies and institutions to intervene in the area of the 
family by defining those who make it up, regulating 
the relations between its members, monitoring its 
functioning, imposing limits on its members and of-
fering supportive solutions through social policies, 
legal and juridical mechanisms, and concrete institu-
tions and practices (Jelin, 1994). The neo-liberal model 
rejecting State intervention, which has been applied 
in various countries of the region, has led to the de-
regulation of many economic activities, with in-
creases in poverty and unemployment which have 
had to be palliated through social measures and regu-
lations by various public bodies (employment pro-
grammes, housing subsidies, special benefits for 
female heads of household, etc.). 
In other areas relating to the family, the interven-
tion of the State is sometimes implicit and only be-
comes visible when people do not comply with the 
established patterns of behaviour: in Chile, for exam-
ple, children born in and out of wedlock do not enjoy 
equal rights, and the responsibilities of the parents 
and the extended family towards so-called illegiti-
mate children are therefore not recognized. 
When the family is considered as a target group 
for policies -apart from the legal rules regulating it in 
accordance with national legislation- it is also neces-
sary to take into account other dimensions of the 
family group (ECLAC, 1982): 
i) The modes of formation, development and 
dissolution of the family: age when the couple is 
formed, formal establishment of unions, number of 
children, stability of the union, stage in the life-cycle. 
ii) The internal relations within it: husband-wife; 
parents-children, relations between brothers or 
sisters, relations between the nuclear family and the 
network of relatives, forms of socialization, distribu-
tion of power within the family, communication. 
iii) Its external relations as a group and the vari-
ous circumstances affecting them, such as income, 
housing, and infrastructure and access to services in 
the areas of health, education and social security. 
As the object of government policies, the ap-
proach to the family depends on what it is desired to 
change or retain in this form of functioning. It is 
therefore necessary to know what are the prevailing 
modes of organization of the family and the rationale 
underlying it (for example, organization/disorganiza-
tion of households). It is likewise necessary to care-
fully examine its evolution, that is to say, not only its 
structure at a given moment, but also the changes in 
the ways it is formed and in its internal and external 
relations, in order to obtain guidelines regarding the 
families of the future. 
The experience accumulated in the formulation 
and execution of policies aimed at certain members 
of the family -such as the children or female heads of 
household- highlights the importance of developing 
systemic approaches for the application of these poli-
cies, since if the effects of the changes on the other 
members of the family are not taken into account the 
results may be wiped out or may be slower than ex-
pected. The challenge is therefore to formulate poli-
cies by types of families, as a function of their 
structure and their stage in the family life-cycle, 
without losing sight of the special features of each of 
the family's members or their individual needs. 
As already noted, because of the diversity of 
situations through which families pass, the fact that 
they are constantly affected by the absence or exist-
ence of implicit or explicit policies, and the State's 
ever-increasing difficulty in providing the population 
with basic services, policy formulation must be 
adapted more closely to the specific needs of fami-
lies, according to criteria of selectivity which take 
account of the families* structure and their current 
stage in the life cycle. 
It is necessary not only to increase the support 
that social institutions can give to the family but also 
to improve the participation of the members of the 
household in family life, so as to strike a fairer bal-
ance between the roles of men and women in social 
reproduction. In achieving this objective, a central 
role belongs to the world of work, where the organi-
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Family functions 
Establishment of bonds 
between the couple 
Procreation and sexual 
relations between the 
couple 
Giving children a name 
and status 
Basic care of children 
(and of relatives) 
Socialization and educa-
tion of children (and 
their parents) 
Protection of family 
members 
Providing affective care 
and recreation for family 
members 
Providing services and 
resources for family 
members 
Box 2 
FORMS OF SUPPORT FOR FAMILY FUNCTIONS 
Laws and policies 
Laws and customs regarding 
marriage, divorce, and the 
roles of the spouses 
Laws and policies on rights 
with respect to reproduction, 
customs regarding family size, 
and the roles of the spouses 
Laws on paternity and adoption 
Laws and customs on child 
care and equality of the sexes 
Laws on education, traditions 
and educational policies 
Laws on protection of minors and 
of battered women; penal legisla-
tion on intra-family violence 
Customs on family life and 
democratization of the roles 
of family members 
Rules on everyday life and 
division of work within 
the family unit 
Source: United Nations, 1993, p. 21. 
Forms of support 
Benefits 
Aid for married couples and 
tax reductions 
Marriage allowances, 
maternity leave, tax 
reductions and assistance 
with housing 
Allowances paid by the 
father and the State 
Child allowances 
Free or subsidized schools; 
free foodstuffs and school 
materials 
Subsidized housing; legal 
and psychological support 
activities 
Subsidized sick leave for 
family members 
Allowances and benefits 
Services 
Family education; mediation 
in the event of divorce 
Mother and child health 
centres, midwives, family 
planning, training in family 
matters 
Legal guidance; adoption 
services 





Child protection services; 
therapy; shelters 
Family guidance; therapies 
Self-help services in the 
home 
zation of work can be redesigned to help both men 
and women to fulfill their labour and family roles. 
The coverage and quality of institutional support 
systems (such as day nurseries and pre-school educa-
tion) are not usually sufficient to ensure that special 
attention is given to those who need it most: the 
poorest women and those who work outside the 
home. In Latin America, in 1991 pre-primary atten-
tion to children between 0 and 5 years of age only 
covered less than one-fifth of that age group, and in 
most cases was concentrated in the private sector and 
urban areas. Some countries in the region have man-
aged to increase the coverage of pre-school education 
and others have tried to make it legally compulsory, 
but in most countries there is still a great deal to be 
done in this respect. 
Different forms of support for the functions of 
the family have been designed, and each country 
should adopt them in keeping with its own appraisals 
of the situation of households and the quality of the 
services provided, as well as the level of relative im-
portance given to the prevention or correction of 
problems. By way of example, some possible forms 
of action in the areas of legislation, benefits and serv-
ices designed to support some key functions of the 
family are set forth in box 2. 
Likewise by way of example, the most important 
functions that should be strengthened and the institu-
tions and services that should take action in this re-
spect are identified for different types of families 
(box 3) and different stages in the family life cycle 
(box 4). The types of families selected include, for 
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Box 3 
SUPPORT FOR DIFFERENT TYPES OF FAMILIES: EXAMPLES OF FUNCTIONS AND SERVICES 
Types of families 
Nuclear families with a 
female head in a situation 
of poverty or indigence 
Nuclear families with a 
male head in a situation 
of poverty or indigence 
Extended families 
Functions to be strengthened 
Production: Generate opportunities 
of employment and income for 
women 
Socialization: Attention to 
pre-school and school children 
Provision: Of affective and 
recreational care 
Production: Generate training and 
employment opportunities for heads 
of household and their spouses 
Socialization: Attention to 
pre-school and school children 
Distribution of roles within the 
family 
Democratization of family life 
Protection of women and children 
Socialization 
Provision: Of affective and 
recreational care for family members 
Democratization of family life 
Distribution of Junctions within the 
home 
Supporting institutions and services 
Special programmes of access to credit; training and 
employment for female heads of household (social 
investment funds, etc.) 
More flexible working hours 
Coverage of basic and pre-school education 
School meals 
Open day care centres to look after children during 
working hours 
Subsidized transport for minors and school children 
Mother and child health services; family planning and 
guidance services 
Special training and employment programmes for 
persons in a situation of extreme poverty (social 
investment funds, etc.) 
Coverage of basic and pre-school education 
Services for taking care of battered women and children 
Mother and child health services; family planning and 
guidance services 
Services caring for the elderly 
Self-help services in the home 
Day care centres for the elderly 
Cultural and community recreation centres 
illustrative purposes, those in a situation of poverty 
or indigence, since they have the most urgent needs, 
although some of the functions which need to. be 
strengthened for them should also be strengthened 
for families which are not poor. There can be no 
doubt that a fundamental requisite for the formation 
of integrated citizens is that the adult members of the 
family should have access to employment, since this 
is a basic condition for the maintenance and survival 
of the household. 
Defining the specific aspects which should be 
strengthened, according to the type of family and its 
stage in the life cycle, does not mean that there is no 
need to worry about the basic requisites that all fami-
lies need to enjoy in order to maintain themselves 
over time: access to material resources and adequate 
coverage of housing, health, education and social se-
curity services. The fulfilment of these minimum 
functions helps to improve the quality of life of fami-
lies and to broaden their channels of social mobility. 
In conclusion, it should be repeated that the 
study of the family as a system is indispensable if it 
is desired that social policies should actually reach 
those who need them, and if such policies are to be 
effective, their analysis should also include the forms 
of relations within the household between relatives of 
different ages and sexes and the possible effects of 
social policies on all of them. 
Certain types of traditional functions of the fam-
ily -especially early socialization- can be expected 
to lose prominence as they are shared with other so-
cial institutions, but at the same time there will be an 
increase in the importance of other functions, such as 
those of providing affection and support, which will 
become more and more significant for persons in an 
increasingly demanding, competitive and impersonal 
environment. 
There can be no question about the permanence 
of the institution of the family, which will continue 
to exist in the twenty-first century with increasingly 
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Box 4 
SUPPORT FOR FAMIUES AT DIFFERENT STAGES IN THEIR LIFE CYCLE: 
EXAMPLES OF FUNCTIONS AND SERVICES 
Stage in life cycle of family Functions to be strengthened 
Families at the initial 
stage 
Families at stage I of 
their life cycle 
{eldest child under 12) 
Families at stage II of 
their life cycle 
(eldest child aged 
between 13 and 18) 
Families at stage in of 
their life cycle 
(eldest child aged 
19 or more) 
Families at the 
"empty nest" stage 
Formation of family: access to housing 
Division of work within the home 
Production: access to employment 
Family education 
Socialization: attention to pre-school 
and school children 
Division of work in the home 
Reproduction 
Affective and recreational care 
for family members 
Socialization: attention to school children 
Reproduction 
Affective and recreational care 
for family members 
Care of the elderly 
Production 
Affective and recreational care 
for family members 
Care of the elderly 
Improving the quality of life 
Care of the elderly 
Community participation 
Supporting institutions and services 
Family planning services and legal guidance on family 
matters 
Centres providing services for families 
Job opportunities and employment centres for young 
people 
Allowances and training for young unemployed 
persons 
Subsidies for gaining access to housing 
Coverage of pre-school and basic education 
Mother and child health coverage 
Family planning services 
Family allowances and pre- and post-natal leave 
Legal advice 
Services for the protection of battered women and 
children 
Coverage of basic and secondary education 
Mother and child health coverage 
Family planning services 
Family allowances and pre- and post-natal leave 
Legal advice 
Services for the protection of battered women and 
children 
Coverage and subsidies for higher education 
Employment opportunities for young people 
Subsidies and training for young unemployed persons 
Services for the protection of battered women and 
children 
Social security coverage 
Old age pensions 
Health coverage 
Day care centres for the elderly 
Cultural and community recreation centres 
diverse structures and probably with new changes 
in its functions. It is worth asking ourselves, how-
ever -in these modern times in which there is an 
increasing effort to broaden not only the economic 
and political options but also those of a social and 
cultural nature- what tensions and alternatives the 
family will have to face and in what ways we can 
strengthen the family's role in society and support 
family projects of a more democratic nature in 
which the rights of all the members of the family are 
respected. 
(Original: Spanish) 
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